B is for Broken Contributor Interviews:
(Some answers may contain slight spoilers)
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What letter were you assigned? U

Please share a short excerpt from your story:
Satisfied she was alone, Victoria laid the leg beside the shrouded body on her exam table. Gently, she peeled away the sheet, revealing his exquisite face. She never got tired of looking at him. She brushed soft black hair from the android’s face before placing a tender kiss on each sleeping eyelid. His long lashes tickled her lips and turned the desire aching in her bones into a hungry, fanged creature chewing on her insides. The lashes swept indigo shadows beneath the eyes, shadows she trailed with an index finger to his full lips, rosebud pink, replete with delicate grooves carved into cupid bows. 

He was almost done. 

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?
Promises, hearts, rules... I could philosophical here but honestly, the thing I most recently regret breaking is my French press. It meant I couldn't make myself coffee until it had been replaced. That was not a good one to start the morning!

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?
Every time I broke the school rules in high school ;) I felt like such a rebel for wearing a pentagram on a chain around my neck, which was strictly forbidden at my Catholic school. I also managed to get away with having pictures of Marilyn Manson plastered all over my books, and pictures of Brandon Lee as Eric Draven taped to the inside of my pencil case. 
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?
Um. I honestly have no idea. Maybe something fun like breaking into the climbing gym at midnight so we could have the place to ourselves for a few hours.

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?
Holy Batman that's a really personal question that's making me examine my morality and integrity. While I definitely live by a moral code that I'd like to think makes me a fairly decent human being, I also understand that certain circumstances might require extreme actions that go against my personal ethos. 

Never ever?
Well...
Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it?
Sure. If one of my loved ones was in danger, I'd do whatever was necessary to protect them.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?
As soon as I got U I started listing all the cool words I could think of and the word I eventually settled on was maybe number three on the list. I knew I wanted to write about androids so once I had my word, the ideas started flowing.

What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?
My first word choice was 'ubiquitous' and I'm a little sad I couldn't figure out a story to match.

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 
My renewed love affair with Gothic horror thanks to the TV show Penny Dreadful, and my constant fascination with androids.

Author Name: Milo James Fowler

Website Address: www.milojamesfowler.com
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Twitter: https://twitter.com/@mfowler76

Facebook: www.facebook.com/milojamesfowler

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4979183.Milo_James_Fowler

What letter were you assigned? B

Please share a short excerpt from your story:

"It's time," Hank grunted at the helm of the Effervescent Magnitude as the gorgeous star cruiser hurtled through deep space.

"Already?" Captain Bartholomew Quasar's brow wrinkled. He glanced at his favorite Carpethrian helmsman who didn't resemble a man at all. Hank looked more like a drunk orangutan or an overweight sloth suffering from irritable bowel syndrome. "Didn't we make a stop six months ago?"

Hank turned in his swivel chair. "In Earth time, yes sir. But Carpethria's years are much shorter."

"So it's been over a year since your last…" Quasar cleared his throat, leaning back in his deluxe-model captain's chair. "Mating season?"

Bill snickered.

"What are you doing on the bridge, Bill?" Quasar snapped.

"Uh…" The goofy smile dropped from Bill's face.

"Go back to engineering where you belong. Seriously. Whoever heard of a ship's engineer hanging around the bridge all day and snickering at inappropriate moments. Go on, get out of here, or I'll demote you back to janitor!"

Hanging his head, Bill left the bridge.

"The same goes for anybody else within earshot." Captain Quasar's steely-eyed gaze swept across his bridge crew. They stared back at him silently. "This is no laughing matter. Our dear helmsman must return to his home world, and we'll make sure he gets there. Or…he will, rather. He is our helmsman, after all."

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?

Hearts. 

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

The speed limit. It's a daily occurrence, unfortunately.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

Illegal U-turn. There are so many missed opportunities…

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

I live by a fairly simple code: Never give up. But I'm sure a robot apocalypse or global chicken uprising could alter that credo. 
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

I'm always up for writing a new Captain Quasar tale, and the letter B afforded an opportunity to turn the spotlight onto Hank the Carpethrian helmsman.

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

As with my novel Captain Bartholomew Quasar and the Space-Time Displacement Conundrum, I focused on the theme of regrets. Golden-age sci-fi heroes usually live boldly without regret, but that's not the case for Captain Quasar as he seeks to overwrite past mistakes. In this short story, Hank is dealing with his own share of regret, having left his home planet in order to go starfaring around the galaxy with Quasar, and Hank hatches a plan to make things right with those he left behind. 
Author Name: Cindy James
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What letter were you assigned? M

Please share a short excerpt from your story:

I stare at the dim outline of the ceiling fan as the rhyme repeats itself, and I see faces again. I'm accustomed to these disembodied, anonymous heads that flash through the dark with taunting, gnarled expressions, but they still make my heart race. I roll onto my side and promise myself I will talk to Dr. Woo when I have my checkup on Monday. 

The next morning when I get to work, I call the cable company and arrange a service call and then sit at my desk Googling overheated electronics and stare at words like "toxic" and "tumour" and "toluene" until I don't want to read anymore, and Shelley texts me to meet her for lunch. At noon I escape the office tower and find her downstairs on the sidewalk, huddled against the December bite in her long black coat with a smoke in her leather-gloved hand. I grimace at her, and she makes a face back. 

"Don't even think about saying anything." Shelley narrows her eyes at me.

"I thought you quit." I stand upwind of her and breathe shallow as she drags back her smoke in rapid-fire puffs.

"Yeah, so I'm weak. Gary walked out last night." 

"Oh," I say. This isn't really news, it's happened so many times. "What happened?" I ask. I don't mind talking about her problems. Shelley's shitty life makes me feel better about my own.

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 
I’m sure I’ve broken a few promises along the way, but not real regrets.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be? 
Tax laws!

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

My one rule is if it’s going to make me feel guilty, don’t do it!

Never ever? 

Never!

Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it? 

I don’t deal well with guilt.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely? 

Yes, I struggled with it.

What was your favourite idea you didn’t use? 

M is for Memorial. Couldn’t get it going.

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

An episode from Law & Order from years ago stuck with me. A mother killed her children and while on the stand she said she did it because she couldn’t stand the thought of them suffering.
Author Name: Alexandra Seidel
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What letter were you assigned? H
Please share a short excerpt from your story:

The second peddler has a hat weighing heavy with cream white roses. "A cup is a beautiful thing. When it breaks, there is grief in the world[...]
What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?

A clock. I was still a kid back then, and I broke it while playing. The clock was a gift to someone else, and something that was lost forever in a way because the gift giver is dead.
Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

Actually, this is how I try to feel when I accidentally break something. I tell myself, it's broken. You cannot unbreak it. This is the reality of the situation. Accept and move on.
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

The first law of thermodynamics. It's just because I want a perpetual motion machine. I figure it'd be way cooler than an iPod.
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

The categorical imperative comes to mind.
Never ever?

Well, I write fiction you know, so never is a challenge more than anything. Maybe I'll explore that further down the Alphabet Series...

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

Well, I first wrote another story, but it wasn't right. Then, this story happened, and even when I was feeling it come together in my head, I knew that it was for Broken.

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

Life. And death.

Author Name: Simon Kewin


Website Address: simonkewin.co.uk
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Twitter: twitter.com/simonkewin
Facebook: facebook.com/SimonKewin.Author
Other: goodreads.com/author/show/4013862.Simon_Kewin
What letter were you assigned? J
Please share a short excerpt from your story:
“You stayed true, though,” she said. “Those promises we made to each other that day at Hong Kong Station.” A wicked smile crept across her features. “And the ones we whispered the night before in this cramped little hab room. You remember?”
Of course he remembered. “You can’t be here,” he said again. “We’re on a wrecked alien spaceship in the Kuiper Belt, not at Hong Kong station. That was all a long time ago. You’re not Avi. None of this is possible.”

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?

When I was, like, four years old I broke my brother’s toy spaceship. Just after he’d received it. On Christmas Day.

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

Fast, every day.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

Something that brings huge financial gain. Then I could spend my days writing. From my Caribbean villa.

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

I’ve been a vegetarian for nearly 30 years, so eating meat would be one.

Never ever?

A couple of times in that period I’ve eaten nibbled on some dead creature’s cooked remains, generally to try something new that someone said I should. It didn’t give me a change of heart.
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

The ideas came pretty freely. Although, actually, I posted on my blog asking for ideas, and the inspiration for the story I wrote came from someone’s suggestion.
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?
My contribution to A is for Apocalypse was science fiction, so I quite wanted to do a fantasy story for B is for Broken. Which didn’t work out, but I was playing with the idea of a Jack-in-the-Green story for a time.

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

The image in my head of this vast, weird, alien spaceship floating ghost-like in the void. That and breaking my brother’s toy spaceship when I was four…
Author Name: Marge Simon (with Michael Fosburg)

What letter were you assigned? T
Please share a short excerpt from your story: 

Hessura motioned Timon inside the bedroom. In her arms, a second child. “This one too, Timon.” 

“A demon-son!” Timon gasped, and forked his fingers at the sleeping babe. “’The second chases after the first’ -- a bad omen.”

“Aye, “ Hessura nodded. “Cursed by that yellow moon, Japeph would say. He’d have it killed.” She turned her head and spat. “A fishwife’s tale, if I ever heard one—and I’ve heard them all.”

Timon frowned, but he reached his finger to the tiny hand and grinned as the boy clasped it. “We must never let them know of this one,” he said. “Can you handle this, Hessura?” 

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 
The heart of my first “true love” – but it wasn’t as real for my fickle young self as it was for him.
Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

I tore up a photograph of a former boyfriend and me at a dance. Does that count?
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

I can’t answer this. I’m too “anal” about the idea of breaking the law. But I do lots of other wicked things.
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

Yes, writing a super trite story with lots of blood and guts and bad language–so poorly contrived that it makes me sick. But if I could write like Jeff Strand (brilliantly humorous), I might break the rule!
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely? 

Ideas came freely!
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use? 

I wrote one about Lizzie Bordon, but it was pretty hokey, and Michael (Fosburg) had a better idea. I’m glad we went with his. I later rewrote the Lizzie Borden piece and sold it to Max Booth for an anthology (Perpetual Motion Publishing).
Author Name: C.S. MacCath
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Twitter: twitter.com/csmaccath

Facebook: www.facebook.com/ceallaighsmaccath
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What letter were you assigned? 'C'

Please share a short excerpt from your story:
"Three nights, maybe less," I told the man; a grandchild clinging to his neck, another clutching a trouser leg and watched his mouth fall slack with fear. "And we can only make ten trips up the mountain a day, for people and supplies, both. So the Kandunar Warmaster wants you to run, if you can." The terrified silence of the crowd broke like window glass, and a torrent of questions began to pour through. I gripped the folds of my robe, novitiate blue, and wished for the authority of white. "There's a ferry at the river mouth that can take you across to the islands..."

"The Vele can swim!" This from the pot-bellied farmer who supplied our potatoes. Andu...Ando... I had only met the man a few weeks ago. Nervous hands twisted the reins of the gelding beneath him.

"Yes, but the Muto Vele cannot," I assured him. "They forget everything but violence when the Muto Qeyunar fix them into mounts. Andro, take your horse and go. Don't leave him to wander in the place this valley is about to become."

A middle-aged woman stepped onto the lip of the lift, and it rocked into the cliffside with a crunch. A speckled chicken clucked from the crook of her arm. She kissed the crimson comb of its head and declared, "Henny hates to see people fight." Her tunic and trousers, too fine for the fetor of her flesh and the cluster of lice in her bushy red hair, were streaked with greasy bird droppings. "Something happens inside, and she can't control it."

"Why does she get to go up first?" A pregnant woman pointed her belly at the lift as if to assert her claim to a place aboard. "We've got little ones and old peo..."

"How would a twiggy boy like you know what the Muto Vele can do?" Andro interrupted again, his voice cracking over the question. The gelding whinnied and shied.

This was authority - and shame - I possessed in abundance, and they could only be wielded together. With a shrug, the heavy sleeves of my robe fell to the sash at my waist. Andro stammered a prayer, and a few in the crowd cried out, but the middle-aged woman spread her fingers and traced the trenches of blackened scar across my chest from shoulder to hip.

"The claws," she murmured, her touch warm and unflinching. "They cut through everything, like a folded blade." Her eyes followed the sheer face of the mountain into the low-hanging clouds. "We might not be safe up there."

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?
A promise to myself that I would move to Ireland and make my home there someday. Then again, I'm not dead yet, so that path might still lie ahead of me.

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?
I burned two Clarion 2006 tee shirts in a Samhain (Halloween) bonfire a couple of years ago along with a box of items that represented negative experiences from which I wished to be cleansed. They made a lovely fire.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?
Grand larceny, but then I'd also have to wear a leather jerkin and live in a Renaissance Faire village so I could be the thief my Skyrim character wishes I was. 

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?
I'm vegan, so I oppose the exploitation of animals for medicine, food, clothing, entertainment and other purposes.

Never ever?
No ethical position is perfect, and there are many situations where it isn't practicable to be vegan. For instance, there are animal ingredients in automobile tires and other ubiquitous household items. That said, I make a conscious effort to avoid these things wherever possible.

Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it?
If my life were at stake, yes, I would absolutely take the life of another sentient being. However, I should stress that this hypothetical situation would be an extreme one where there was no other option but to take that life or give up my own.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?
This story fell out of me like a long-held confession, and I love it with all my heart.

What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?
I wrote a 13,000-word story. I solemnly promise you that I used each and every one of my favourite ideas. 

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story?
A few years ago, I met a man at Canadian Tire in Nova Scotia who had a service dog with him. I asked if I could pet the dog, and he said that I could. We struck up a conversation, and I learned he was a former Canadian soldier suffering from PTSD. He volunteered a great deal about his illness; how he came to suffer from it, the limitations it placed upon him emotionally, and the way it affected his marriage. It was as if all the usual shields we put up between ourselves and strangers were missing in him, and he knew it, and he chose to go about in the world a shieldless ambassador for other soldiers suffering from PTSD. 

He was a good one. We must have talked for two hours; I was waiting on a car repair, so he and the dog sat with me. I never saw him again after that day, and I don't even remember his name, but I've never forgotten what he shared with me. So while I'm not and never have been a soldier, and while I don't think my story remotely conveys the brokenness or the resilience I saw in that man, I hope it respectfully illuminates (however faintly) the issue of PTSD among soldiers and first responders. 
Author Name: Samantha Kymmell-Harvey
Website Address: http://samanthakymmell-harvey.blogspot.com
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What letter were you assigned? E

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 

My Dutch great-grandmother’s spinning wheel. I was a kid, I knocked it over and it busted. Because it’s so old, it would take some sort of antiques specialist to repair it. Now that I knit, I appreciate that spinning wheel so much more – and feel the regret all that much more too.

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

Well, a friend and I broke into her own house because she couldn’t find her keys and we were sopping wet from going to the swimming pool and needed to change into dry clothes. The extent of our “breaking in” was just lifting an unlocked window pane on the 1st floor, so nothing super crazy! This is probably a very boring answer.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

Probably the law about importing/shipping wine. This might be a law particular to the State where I live, I’m not really sure. When I lived in France, I had the most amazing wines, some from tiny little vineyards. You can’t buy them anywhere in the States, so I miss them. It’d be great if I could just order them online.
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break? 

I try to lead my life in a moral manner.

Never ever? 
No.

Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it?

Maybe if I had been brainwashed or placed under alien control (??)

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

Because “broken” can be interpreted in so many different ways, I had a ton of ideas so it was hard to narrow it down. Even as I went through the editing phases, I found that I had 2 stories within a story, so I had to focus even more on what exactly I meant by “broken.”
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?

I’m using a version of it for the next anthology – no spoilers!
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

This story had two sources of inspiration: my great dislike of law school and my three times (at random!) being pulled up onstage as a magician’s assistant, which was totally embarrassing.
Author Name: Alexis A. Hunter
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What letter were you assigned? N
Please share a short excerpt from your story:
Elise felt naked without the patterns on her skin. She couldn't stand the idea of sleeping in her own bed tonight. The dark sigils brought a squirmy warmth to her stomach—a sort of unease, coupled with a thrill.
Mama said the negatives were evil—the magic of violence. Elise found herself staring at them. Their lines and edges were sharp, geometric, sometimes jagged. She didn't know each sigil's exact meaning, but she felt their intent: violence, harm, anger. They shimmered close, begging her to use them, oddly sharper and clearer than any sigil she'd seen in her magick before. 
Instinctively, she trailed her fingers over her heart, reaching for the pattern of sleep. A thick sleep, a sleep that the dark shapes couldn't disturb. But that comfort was gone.

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 

If we're gonna get all deep and painful here, I'll go ahead and say my faith. I broke it, I let it break—either way, it shattered and I'm still trying to pull the shards out of me. How's that for morbid? ;)

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

There wasn't actually "breaking" involved, but one day in a fit of teenage angst I burned a lot of photos and mementoes related to a boy I thought I loved. Looking back the whole thing seems silly, but at the time it consumed my world. Burning the physical effects like that helped somehow.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?
That's a tough one for me. I'm all about following the rules (laws). I…honestly can't think of a law I would break! 

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

I'm still sort of reassembling my moral code now that I've left behind most of my faith. Ask me again in a year (and I probably still won't have an answer, haha)!

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

I struggled a little, but not too much thankfully. I first had 'N is for Neighbor'—an element which still plays a pretty big role in my story—but ended up changing it to the more important N of the story. 

Additionally, at first I took the theme of broken to be about 'breaking a spell'. I may have only felt it in the actual drafting stage, but at some part the theme of 'Broken' came to mean more to me, more to Elise as something broke in her in the end of the story. Similarly to my broken faith, there are some things you can't put back together and usually those are the things that you break inside yourself. 
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

The entire magic system in this story was probably my favorite part to brainstorm—it came about after seeing some gorgeous chalk art on Pinterest. There's something lovely to me about the idea of tactile magic—drawn and redrawn daily. From there came the ideas for the bandoleer (such a tiny detail, but it thrills me for some reason) and the focusing of magic by painting it on skin.
Author Name: Beth Cato
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What letter were you assigned? K
Please share a short excerpt from your story:
The man on the rock looks up at us. His face so sad, emotion sharp, like a slap to the face. Tommy grunted like it hit him, too.
"Tommy Smith. George Blackworth." He says my name and I feel it in my bones, like my mother, God rest her, yelling out the back door. 
"Who're you?" I ask.
"Who am I?" He stares at his hands. "A king without a queen, proof that the undying are not immortal."
What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?

My cat Porom is the laziest cat ever. A few years ago, I was closing a door. Porom had flopped down in front of it and it was dark, so I couldn't see her tail. The door actually amputated the tip of it. I was freaked out. We were able to get her to an emergency vet, where she had  a cleaner amputation made. She had a full recovery, or I don't know if I could have forgiven myself.

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

I had a sculpture I made during my freshman year of high school. It was a mythological creature of my own making, a threem (which is actually included in my Clockwork Dagger books from Harper Voyager). A few years ago parents were encouraging me to get the last of my belongings out of their house. I didn't want this sculpture. I always hated how it turned out, and it was made during a time of my life when I was severely depressed and suicidal.
Instead of toting the big clay figure back to Arizona, I wrapped it in several layers of plastic bags and then pulverized it with a piece of rebar. It was all rather therapeutic. 

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

I'll twist this around. I wish I could turn in negligent speeders on the highway and see THEM punished. I drive like an old lady and go the speed limit.

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

Yes. Treat others the way I would like to be treated. That means to be courteous, thoughtful, and not an inconvenience.

Never ever?

I do my utmost!

Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it?

Okay, there was one time a survey guy called at 8:30pm and when I politely told him the late time was inappropriate, he argued with me. It actually developed into a yelling match. The company actually sent me a postcard asking me to give them another chance--which was a whole other level of freaky. When they had other people call, I flat out told them I would never, ever deal with them, and hung up.
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

I had another idea that I started on but it just didn't come together. 
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?

The original idea was "King's Horses and Men," and to do a fresh take on Humpty Dumpty. I know. A story about a sentient egg. Maybe someday?
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

It wasn't a conscious influence as I wrote, but in hindsight I think the movie Bedknobs & Broomsticks played a part as well. I always adored that movie and the idea of magic being used for the war effort. This is just a different take.
Author Name: Damien Angelica Walters
Website Address: www.damienangelicawalters.com
Social Media Links:

Twitter:  @DamienAWalters

What letter were you assigned?  S
Please share a short excerpt from your story: 

Here is the bridge where we first met. Do you remember? The clouds were heavy in the sky and we were both in a hurry to beat the rain and our shoulders bumped and we went spinning in opposite directions. The book in your hand dropped nearest to me so I picked it up and spun myself back to you.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?  

I sat with my notebook and pen one night and started jotting down a list of words that began with S. I wrote about a dozen before I added the word that became part of the title. From there, it was a quick mental trip to the story concept as a whole, which, incidentally, revolved around another word beginning with S.   
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?  
One of the words on my list was salamander, but before I could come up with an idea, my brain had already taken the other and run with it.
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

Without giving anything away, I’d wanted to write a story in a certain format for a while, but the right idea hadn’t presented itself. That format fit perfectly with this story.
Author Name: Gabrielle Harbowy
Website Address: www.gabrielle-edits.com
Social Media Links:

Twitter: @gabrielle_h

Facebook: Gabrielle Harbowy
What letter were you assigned? X

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?
There were TOO many ideas! I knew I didn’t want to do something obvious, so I went to the Scrabble dictionary and browsed through, writing down any X-words that looked interesting. When I had a list of ten or so, I sat down with them and tried to come up with story hooks for each. 
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?

Xerosis, a dermatological disease that causes cracking of the skin. I went for breaking multiple trees instead of one person, so that the story could have a larger scope. 
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kintsugi Kintsugi is the Japanese art of repairing broken objects with gold. No matter which letter I got, I knew I wanted to incorporate it into my story.
Author Name: L.S. Johnson
Website Address: www.traversingz.com
Social Media Links:

Twitter: @ls_johnson

Facebook: www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100007762712668

Other: lsjohnson.tumblr.com

What letter were you assigned? V
Please share a short excerpt from your story:

On her knees in the dirt, Arianne can envision her mother before her, see her spattered hems and the rough clogs over her fine stockings. On her knees in the dirt, Arianne’s mind becomes formless and clear. On her knees the world is a whole thing once more, a single path as welcoming as an embrace.
Until she stands up, and the world breaks into pieces once again: the rows of brown grapevines splintering in all directions; the wind rattling the shutters on the crumbling cottage where she and her father live; the slope of the rise before the hollow, where the old house still stands, the embodiment of her mother’s betrayal. 
Their tainted land.

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 

I have broken the hearts of some people close to me, not from malice, but simply because of my choices in life. Hindsight is 20/20, and it is hard not to regret at least the more flippant decisions.

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

I quit smoking cold turkey in 2000; two years later I buried a relative from smoking-related illness. I still miss some aspects of it—the social crutch, the way it dovetailed with my writing. But no sadness. 

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

Deleting everyone’s debt (though that would probably violate several laws, alas). But to just make all those numbers go away: it would change this country.

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

No. I have many rules I try to live by, but life does a fine job of challenging even the simplest convictions.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

I actually had two ideas. One became far more personal than I anticipated, and I needed to talk to my mother before proceeding with the story, which didn’t happen until after the deadline. So I ended up on the Plan B for V, as it were, which seemed to turn out okay—? We’ll see what readers say!

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

There’s about a half-dozen myths and motifs that I have been circling around, well, I suppose for all of my writing life, which is longer than my adult life. One of them is part of this story. Too, I was reading Hilary Mantel’s A Place of Greater Safety at the time, so I had that period of French history in my head—both its violence and its idiosyncrasies. And it all got me thinking about how a person’s life, their entire context for being in the world, can change in a moment, whether due to something personal or national . . . or perhaps even supernatural.
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What letter were you assigned? Z
Please share a short excerpt from your story:

“I’m gonna cut your fucking heart out,” she promises.

I doubt this very much, but don’t see the point in telling her. I know how dangerous she is. I’ve seen my twin sister’s brains blasted all over the front of her Chevy. I was willing to let the State have her, but they lost her, and now she’s mine.

I go back upstairs and look to my closet for inspiration. Spartacus follows on his silent padded feet and asks me what I’m doing, so I tell him. (Not really, of course, I know cats don’t speak; I haven’t lost that part of my mind. Yet.) I ask him what he thinks would work better. Could I use buttons? No, that would leave gaps. Velcro would become messy.

Well use a zipper, dummy, Spartacus doesn’t say, with an indolent lick of his paw.

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 
Oh god, I don’t know. I had this really beautiful glass calligraphy pen that got broken in a move once. I totally regret that. There must be something worse, but I can’t think of it right now.
Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that? 

Several relationships >.>
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be? 

I’d like to be able to travel anywhere without visas and all the paperwork. That counts.
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break? 

Yeah, I’m really weird about what food I buy. I’m careful about cruelty-free stuff… and yes, that also includes cruelty to humans.

Never ever? 

Probably at some restaurants where I don’t know their ingredients, yeah.

Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it? 
Personally… I mean if my family was starving, yeah! If I can’t afford stuff, I can just go without, but I wouldn’t do that to my family. Or my cats. They’d eat me in my sleep. (The cats, not the family. I hope.)
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely? 

It actually came to me straight away, for once. No one is more surprised than me.
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use? 

That was, amazingly, my first thought.
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

My basement. I always think basements are incredibly creepy. Though mine does not have a dirt floor, it’s one of those partially excavated ones, so I always wonder what’s under all that gravel and dirt and stuff behind the half-walls…
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What letter were you assigned? “R”
What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 

The line between youth and middle age.
Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that?

I once belonged to an organization which turned out to be based upon false premises, and made certain promises to that group. Once it fell apart and I discovered that the Emperor was naked, those promises became meaningless. 
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

I’ve broken quite a few and gotten away with it, but telling you might negate the “consequence-free” part…

But if you really mean literally ANY law, I would say gravity…
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

Yes.

Never ever?

Probably not.

Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it?

Well, we supposedly all have our breaking points, don’t we?

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely? 

The story came first, and fortunately the letter was flexible enough that I could have called it any number of relevant titles.
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?

I was lucky enough to have my story idea pop into my mind as soon as I heard the theme. (This was a good thing, as I have absolutely no idea as to what else I might have attempted!)
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

 A rather mind-blowing horror story by Aleister Crowley called "The Testament of Magdalen Blair" which disturbed me years ago and stayed with me.
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What Letter Were You Assigned: A
Short Excerpt:

"A hundred years is a long time and the world has changed. In this new, awakened world, there are no curses, at least not the way I remember them. My prince studies the skies with mechanical devices like I had never seen before and writes detailed notes about the movements of the universe. He whispers my name to the heavens but isn’t thinking of me."

What is the thing you've most regretted breaking?: 

I broke a necklace that belonged to my Mom when I was in third grade. A friend of mine said it wasn't fixable, so she further broke it into tiny pieces that we then played with. My mom was devastated that we'd so completely destroyed something from her own childhood and still I feel so guilty about that. 

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it?: 
Sometimes I feel relief… I tend to hang on to things until they're completely unusable, even if they're not as good as they once were, so when something like that truly breaks it's finally an excuse to throw it away.

If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?: 

Oh, probably robbing a bank or something like that? As long as it really didn't hurt anyone!

Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you'd never break?: 
The big code that I always try to follow is simply to be kind but I know that no one is perfect, certainly not me, so I certainly do break it sometimes sadly.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned?: 
Very much actually! I had the idea right from the get go but I had a really hard time bringing it to life in the dreamy, fragmented way I wanted to. I had a LOT of false starts!

What, aside from the anthology's theme and your letter, inspired your story?: 

That's easy, "Sleeping Beauty" of course :). I find myself drawn back to that fairy tale over and over again.
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What letter were you assigned? P
Please share a short excerpt from your story:

A-One thought, for the first time, that perhaps waging total war on the humans might not have been a good idea after all.
What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking?

The last desktop PC I had. I was adjusting the hard drive partition when it crashed and I lost everything going back years. I’ve since learned the benefits of multiple backups.
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be?

The law of gravity. Come on, who wouldn’t love to be able to fly?
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break?

The Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. I find that if I’m a good person and treat people with respect, they usually reciprocate.
Never ever?

No, not ever. Past a certain point, that gets flipped around to “Do unto others as they do unto you.” Sometimes karma needs a little help, and self-defense is never selfish.

Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

P has lots of good words to choose from. It took me a while to narrow it down, but once I found my word the story came quickly.

What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?

The original ending I had planned was a lot more action-oriented. Once I started writing, my fingers took charge and steered it in a totally different direction which worked out a lot better.

What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story?

A French music video, believe it or not. I leave it as an exercise for the reader to discover it.
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What letter were you assigned? D

Please share a short excerpt from your story:

When the sun sets, the Snow Queen rises from her bed and slips a diaphanous robe over her glinting skin. Taffeta, brocade, and leather crowd restlessly in her closet and ease past the doors, spilling in drifts of color onto the marbled floor. The King brings her new boxes, brimming with crisp tissue and crisper clothes, bound cheerfully with a bow, nearly every day. 

“For the gala,” he says, or “for dinner with the executive board.” 

He smiles at her, all teeth, and suggests with exquisite politeness that she might dress and come downstairs. 

She smiles, or the nearest approximation that her stiff, heavy lips can manage, and strokes her newest garment with a single fingertip.

The fabric tears cleanly under her light caress, parting with the casual brutality of a broom on a spider web. 

The King sighs gently. “Darling, do remember to wear your gloves. And let your ladies help you dress.”

She looks at the complicated undergarments, plates of metal twined with industrial straps, the screws and bolts that hold the pieces together, and then at the women who never quite leave the shadow of the door. They wear sturdy gloves, the kind that gardeners who tend particularly recalcitrant rose bushes favor, and sturdy lines around their mouths.

“Tomorrow, perhaps,” she says quietly. Her lips clatter against each other, and her words are echoed by the tap of jewels striking the floor. She watches impassively as one of her ladies edges towards her. The woman collects the sparkling gems from where they lay around her feet and places them in one of the many glass caskets lining the room, arranged to catch the light. Her ruined gown is whisked away to be repaired, stitched back into a semblance of wholeness, and laid to rest, unworn, in her closet. The King inclines his head over her hand, lips scraped and lightly bleeding, and withdraws.

Sliding on her gloves, she arranges her robe around her, concealing as much of her glittering skin as possible. 

She never goes downstairs.
What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 

My umbrella, the year I lived in England. I was so surly about it that I refused to buy a new one, and I was rewarded for my sensible behavior by getting drenched at least twice a week- it rains rather a lot there.
Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that? 

I’ve been thinking and thinking about this, and, honestly, I can’t think of anything. I’m pretty much always consumed by guilt or nostalgia when I break things, even if they are ugly or useless or toxic. Even if they need to be broken. 
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be? 

Trespassing laws, especially when I’m traveling. Half the interesting buildings have no trespassing signs all over them, which vexes me to no end. 
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break? 

My strongest code is against harming animals, especially cats and dogs. I would never harm one on purpose.
Never ever? 

Probably not. I’ve been a vegetarian for 20 years for a reason.
Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it? 

If the critter was trying to kill me or a loved one and seemed to have a good shot at succeeding, I might have to reconsider. 
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely? 

I knew exactly what I wanted to write, but actually writing it was like pulling teeth. Not because of the story- which was sitting there, very cooperatively, in my head- but because I was stretched especially thin when I was writing it. 
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use? 

I considered dolls rather than diamonds for all of five minutes, but the moment I thought of diamonds, the story began to fall into place.
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story? 

Two fairy tales: Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Snow Queen” and Charles Perrault’s “Diamonds and Toads.” My story is a merging of the two, given a modern spin.
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What letter were you assigned? O
Please share a short excerpt from your story:

The Theatre of Dreams stands alone, small and unimposing against its surroundings. It’s located on the outskirts of the Gaslight District, Puxhill’s oldest and strangest community, set back a little ways from the road itself. Save for a small sign, you’d never know what the building truly was. There is no ticket booth; you cannot call ahead or pre-order here. There are no prices listed; entrance is paid with innocence and secrets, whispers and hopes. There are no hours posted; either you know when performances are, or you do not. The Theatre is not listed in any newspapers, trade magazines, or travel guides. It does not advertise. It doesn’t need to.
It’s Friday night, and the marquee reads, “Juliet Sinclair, appearing irregularly.”

What is the thing you’ve most regretted breaking? 

Sadly, the statute of limitations hasn’t run out yet, and all involved are still alive. But it was so SHINY. 

Have you ever broken something and not been saddened by it? Can you tell us about that? 

I don’t want to embarrass, shock, or scandalize anyone. But what happens in Vegas stays on the security cameras forever. Or so I’m told. 
If you could break one law and get away with it consequence-free, what would it be? 

Do the laws of time and space count? Because if it’s the laws of man, I really don’t want to incriminate myself. 
Do you have any rules for yourself, a code of some sort, which you’d never break? 
Oh, definitely.
Never ever? 
Well, I’ve learned never to say never. There are circumstances, sometimes.
Really? Isn’t there something which could make you break it? 
Are we talking bribes here? What’s your offer? Is it cash? Food? Dancing girls? Booze? I may be easy but I’m not cheap. 
Did you struggle with the letter you were assigned, or did the ideas come freely?

I cheated: I already had the perfect story on hand, about a young woman who was broken somewhere deep in her heart and spirit, and who yearned for a life in which she was whole. And as fortune would have it, it was easy to give it an appropriate title. “Theatre of Dreams” became “O is for Oneiroi” thanks to a hazy memory of obscure Greek mythology.
What was your favourite idea you didn’t use?

There used to be a sequence where the main character—Juliet—went forth into the mundane part of the city, where she encountered another character I particularly like. That bit was cut long ago for pacing, but I still liked it.
What, aside from the anthology’s theme and your letter inspired your story?

Appropriately, this one came to me in a dream, in that space between asleep and awake, when everything is hazy. The hard part was figuring out what, exactly, it was all about. This story is important to me because the Theatre of Dreams, and its owner Polly, are touchstones and waypoints in the Gaslight District, which recurs quite often in my Puxhill stories. They formed the seeds of something larger, and it’s exciting that at long last they’ll see the light of day. But unlike dreams, they won’t fade. 

